Starting a Contra Dance Group 
Calvin Campbell 


Cal, | am a fairly new square dance caller, 3 years experience, and | have been 
asked to help start and call for a new contra group here in ??????7?. I’m very interested 
in doing that in fact | have called a few contra tips at my square dances.Your book and 
your blog have been very helpful . Do you have any suggestions for me as | get this 
group started? 


Here is what | sent him/her: 


1) Keep in mind that the dances you prompt or call may be the bricks you use to 
build your dance program, but the mortar that holds the people together is the social 
environment that you are able to create. Success will strongly depend on people 
becoming friends and caring for each other. 


2) Contra dancers are really there for the music and you are only there as a 
conductor/facilitator. Your role is to teach the dance, prompt enough that they can 
dance the dance and then get out of the way of the music. 


3) If you don’t have live band available, you need to pick your recorded music very 
carefully. Make your selection of music as broad as you can and always be looking for 
new music. The Lloyd Shaw Foundation, Amazon and Itunes will your best sources. 
Each of them have samples of recordings you can listen to. 


4) Buy and then use the best equipment you can afford. People today are used to 
surround sound and bass woofers. Dance bands use huge speakers and thousands of 
watts of power. Our cars are equipped with Bose sound systems and we plug our ears 
with $200 earphones and ear buds. People who contra dance expect the same quality 
of sound. Yak Stacks powered with a Hilton amp won’t meet the expectation of contra 
dancers. The minimum system is probably a Bose Li Compact or something in the 
same class. 


5) When you pick a microphone don’t pick one that you think makes you sound 
good. Pick a mic for how well you can be understood. You are there to deliver clear 
concise instructions in a normally very noisy environment. You are far better off to be 
understood than to sound like the lead singer of a rock band. Call your local TV station 
and see what they use for outdoor interview mikes. Talk to the local aerobic instructors 
and see what they use for a wireless mic in high noise situations like gyms. Of course, 
| have my preferences 


6) Since the music is the big thing, turn the sound up loud enough so they can feel it 
as well as hear it. I’ve become very deaf in my old age. | hate it when a square dance 
caller has the music turned down so low that all | can hear is a thump in the 
background. That is a bad habit of many square dance callers and contra dance 
prompters. | don’t want to dance to something that sounds like someone banging a 
stick on a bedpan. | want to dance to music. 


7) Now, we at last get to the contra dances you pick to use. Simpler is always better. 
Contra dances that are too complex take too much concentration for the dancers to 
enjoy the music. 


8) Each contra dance should have a gimmick or feature that makes it different from 
the contra dance used before or the contra dance that will follow. This can be a 
difference in formation, a difference in the “basics” you choose or something else. 

Sometimes all you need to do is to change the music. 


9) Change the formation, change the formation, change the formation. Contras can 
be found published in six different formations and arrangements. Prompted dances 
can be done in Trios, Sicilian Circles, Facing lines of four, Big Circles, Double Circles 
and all kinds of other odd formations. Take advantage of that. Variety is the spice of 
life. Dancing in just one contra formation is boring. Many contra callers have forgotten 
that or have never learned that. 


10) Finally, end every program in a circle with some kind of a simple dance routine 
that they can sing to. Have them hold hands and feel the togetherness that big circle 
dances generate. Then send them home wishing there had been time for just one 
more dance. 


